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Making the Familiar Strange: Learning Within
and Beyond One's Cultural Borders

by
Paula Salvio and Tom Schraml
Introduction

Javed is a student from Pakistan majoring in electrical engineering at the university where
I teach. Seated across from me in a local coffee shop, he shifts the flow of our usual conversation
and offers a lighthearted challenge to my questions about his past year's experiences in the United
States. "When you sit and listen to me talk, how do you know what is the truth and what is not the
truth about my life here and in Pakistan? Maybe I anticipate what you want to hear and I tell you
that," Javed suggests with a laugh. I nod and respond with a chuckle. "Look at us right now," he
continues. "You watch me and do what I do. If I laugh, you smile."
His comments prompt me to think back to my previous conversations with him and other
international students on campus. He expands upon his point: "I do this, too, you know, when I
am with Americans. If everyone else laughs, I laugh-even when I don't understand. It doesn't really
matter whether I understand or not, because I am in your country and I am expected to appear naive
about some things. Still, I wonder, how have we decided that it is my lack of knowledge that we
judge?" Javed laughs again, and I join him in pondering my smiling response.
Cultivating in ourselves and our students the capacity to view the world as others might see
it can be conceived as a twofold endeavor. One part of the process is the attempt to put each ofus
in the place of another person who possesses a different perspective. Second, and less evident, is
the need to view ourselves as individuals who are somehow perceived as "different" by others. The
success of the endeavor lies in recognizing the crucial distinction between attending to how another
person feels and merely imagining ourselves in his or her position.
We can begin to expand our capacity to view the world as others do through face-to-face
contact with alternative behavior and practices, experiencing life in another society where one's
group is not dominant, or any number of opportunities that necessitate taking others' perspectives
into account when deciding upon a course of action. However, ifwe are to more fully appreciate the
perspectives of diverse others, such experiences must also entail the examination of assumptions
in our own lives that are seldom, if ever, questioned-so deeply are they embedded in the entire
taken-for-grantedness ofour daily behavior. Unconsciously pervading our outlooks are ideas about
how we expect to be treated, how we relate to others, how we value time, and so forth-all of which
influence the meaning we attach to alternative ways of viewing the world. In this light, we can see
how coming to terms with that which is different might sensibly begin with efforts to uncover the
strangeness and complexity of that which is already familiar.
In this article we describe how we made sense of this particular approach to inquiry-making
the familiar strange-and applied it to a collaborative project aimed at preparing future teachers
* The authors wish to thank Barbara Houston and Ellen Corcoran for their helpful comments
on earlier drafts of this paper.

IThere are no first authors on this piece. Names appear in alphabetical order.
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to deal with questions of multiculturalism and diversity. Initiated at Howard University's School
ofEduca tion with seed money from a Holmes Group grant, the Multicultural Educational Exchange
Project brought together approximately fifty participants from five geographically distinct university communities. Participating institutions included Howard University, Norfolk State University, Old Dominion University, Hampton University, and the University of New Hampshire. Each
university was represented, on average, by eight students and two faculty members.
The project grew out of the shared belief that teacher education curricula must include
opportunities for teacher candidates to interact with children and colleagues in diverse educational
settings. Project planners felt that by staging field-based encounters among educators from rural
and urban settings, participants could forge new and different communities of inquiry that would
extend across geographic and cultural borders . Underlying the first year's visitations to New
Hampshire, Washington, DC, and Norfolk, Virginia was a stated commitment to foster long-term
relationships that could sustain the ongoing exchange of ideas and experiences among group
members.
As hosts for the initial visit to the University of New Hampshire, we grappled first with how
to articulate the perspectives and issues that characterized our distinctly homogeneous and rural
campus community. How, we wondered, does a predominantly white institution frame the
experiences of students from diverse populations? Does diversity within our community connote
integration or justify difference? How is heterogeneity defined in a seemingly homogeneous
setting? These were the elem en ts of a reflective conversation about our own situation that pointed,
not toward an explicit statement of position on diversity and multiculturalism, but rather, toward
a need to uncover the implicit assumptions that underlay our day-to-day encounters with others
perceived as somehow "different" from ourselves.
Making the Familiar Strange
The occasion provided by this first visit of project participants to our campus was fundamentally an opportunity to adopt a new stance toward our own situation, and to prompt a similar taking
of stock among our visitors-to examine the obvious, to question the grounds of the conventional, to
highlight the arbitrary nature of everyday behavior that we, as participants in a local setting, take
for granted. Why is this institution the way it is and not different? What is not happening in this
setting? How might a different perspective challenge our current understanding of social
interactions within this context? These are questions to which we usually do not pay conscious
attention but which are always there. Addressing the parallel challenge that ethnographic
fieldworkers face when conducting research in their own societies, Erickson ( 1984) reminds us that,
"often it is the taken-for-granted aspects of an institution that in the final analysis turn out to be
most significant" (p. 62).2
Drawing in part upon Schon's (1983) concept of reflection-in-action, we looked to this
project as a means for participants to confront different perspectives on similar phenomena
and to engage in experiences that might highlight discrepancies between implicit expectations
and reality. For example, we constantly use terms such as "inclusion," "representation," and
"community" in our teacher education program; but to what extent do we share a common
understanding of what these terms mean in theory and in practice? Does this understanding extend
2 Frederick Erickson (1984(1973]) is widely considered to be the first to apply the phrase,
"making the familiar strange," specifically to problems encountered in doing the ethnography of
schooling in American settings.
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to the public school practitioners with whom we work? Would others unfamiliar with our setting
uncover inconsistencies in our explanations? In simple terms, we hoped to bring our assumptions
regarding difference and diversity to a level of awareness that would enable us to view them in a
more open and straightforward manner.
We worked collaboratively with individuals within and beyond the University of New
Hampshire, and tapped into educational experiences from the preschool to graduate levels.
Opportunities for participant observation in local schools, university classrooms, and campus
organizations opened the doors for participants to: (1) explore perceptions of their own situations
and the comparable situation of a different "other"; (2) clarify the assumptions revealed in
reflections about those perceptions; (3) engage in dialogue about pivotal concerns that appear
common to the group; and (4) develop initiatives for the ongoing exchange of ideas among group
members.
Our basic tools for unearthing the obvious were two questions. Following Erickson (1984,
p. 62), we first asked, "Why is this particular situation the way it is and not different?" Then, in
an attempt to cut the notions of diversity and multiculturalism down to size, we tied each field site
visit to a specific aspect of these broader concepts, for example, representation or community. To
illustrate, when focusing a group's inquiry upon a small elementary school working to implement
a more integrative classroom structure for special needs students, we asked, "How does this
particular setting challenge our understanding of inclusion?" Group members became participant
observers within the school's classrooms, hallways and lunchrooms, interacting informally with
teachers, specialists, and students as they went about their daily activities. Opportunities for
debriefing and clarification were interspersed throughout the visit.
Proximity coupled with distance, as perceived by both individual and other, formed the basis
for how we came to terms with what was familiar and what was strange. It was this essential
tension between nearness and remoteness that fueled our joint explorations. We came to
understand distance in many ways, from the more concrete and visible indicators such as
geographic remoteness or physical appearance to less tangible elements such as one's lack of facility
with local customs, beliefs, and habits. So, too, did we come to see proximity, or closeness, as an
integral factor in determining one's group orientation and communicative competence within and
across social and cultural borders.3 Making the familiar strange thus took shape as a potentially
enriching and unsettling invitation to attend to the feelings and perspectives ofunfamiliarothersincluding some within our own institutional setting-who, precisely because of their distance, could
introduce a heightened level of inquiry into our daily encounters with diversity.
Care and the Proximate Stranger: Basic Premises

In our efforts to develop respectful and effective approaches to educating ourselves about the
meaning we each attach to difference and diversity, we were mindful of a basic premise: the rules
and principles of institutional life do not guarantee us strong or enduring relationships among those
with whom we learn. Relationships are built by living in close proximity to one another, a proximity
which guarantees that we will not only enter into one another's worlds, but that we might learn to
perceive our own worlds from multiple perspectives. The process of enhancing these perspectives,
argues Nel Noddings (1984), is contingent upon developing emotional ties that extend our own
closely held perspectives and inform our action toward those for whom we care.
3Here we rely in part upon Harman's (1987) delineation of three types of proximity-spatial,
social, and cultural-as central to understanding the nature of "the stranger."
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N oddings offers an ethic that takes seriously the practice of attending to the feelings of other
people through a practice she refers to as engrossment. Engrossment involves attending to how
another person feels, rather than simply imagining ourselves in their shoes. It is a performative
act to the extent that we intentionally attend to a particular person to determine how they feel in
a particular set of circumstances. During this process we suspend our own intentions and desires,
a practice Noddings terms motivational displacement. Engrossment can be enhanced when
educators understand key aspects of the social, historical, and cultural life of the people for whom
they care.
We were drawn to Noddings' ethic of care because she takes seriously the practice of
attending to others to determine the meaning of their emotions. Emotions are powerful indices to
the social attitudes of a given historical period. "The emotions," writes the playwright and director,
Bertolt Brecht, "are in no sense universally human and timeless. The emotions always have a quite
definite class basis; the form they take at any time is historical, restricted and limited in specific
ways" (Brecht, 1972, p. 145). Brecht maintained, as do anthropologists Catherine Lutz (1988),
Michelle Rosaldo (1980, 1984), and Scheper-Hughes and Locke (1987), that social interests, values,
and practices correspond to particular emotions. Emotion is, in this case, conceptualized as the
means by which value is apprehended or perceived in the world (Lutz, 1988, p. 77). "Within the very
language of emotion," writes Alison Jagger, "in our basic definitions and explanations of what it is
to feel pride or embarrassment, resentment or contempt, cultural norms and expectations are
embedded" (Jagger, 1989, p. 143). We believe that our emotions can be a source of creative action
and strength for recognizing the social values of others as well as those social values that we are
most likely to take for granted. Because Noddings' ethic of care focuses so closely on the emotions
of others, we felt it held promise for respectfully exploring differences and issues pertaining to
diversity. Moreover, we believed that an ethic of care might enable us, not only to attend to the
feelings and perspectives of unfamiliar others, but to educate ourselves about the meaning we
attach to difference and diversity.
However promising this ethic appears as a means of helping us come to know others different
from ourselves, some have identified problems with it. One of the criticisms ofNoddings' ethic of
care is that it is an insular ethic, one that provides a framework of caring solely for those we know
or for those with whom we come into contact. In a critical discussion of Noddings' work, Sara
Hoagland expresses her concern that such an analysis of caring "does not adequately challenge the
proximate intimate, because it fears the proximate stranger, and because it ignores the distant
stranger" (Hoagland, 1991, p. 261). And a stance that fears the proximate stranger means the
caring is not capable of crossing politically and socially imposed barriers, such as racism, to promote
change (Lugones, 1987).
Hoagland believes that an ethic of care must provide for the possibility of ethical behavior
in relation to people who are foreign or strange to us and in this process adequately challenge the
values of the proximate intimate. Like Nod dings , Hoagland believes strongly, not in an ethic that
begins with rules that define right and wrong, but rather an ethic that is "capable of bringing about
change in the values we affirm-in particular, a diminishment of dominance and subordination"
(p. 252). What Hoagland overlooks in her critique ofNoddings, however, is why those who practice
the ethic of care may have a fear of the proximate stranger. This fear does not necessarily come out
of a fear of difference or have anything to do with a person's race, class, or ethnicity. Because the
act of caring is so demanding, we fear that the proximate stranger may simply make additional
demands on us.
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Noddings would argue that we cannot care for those who are not proximate to us because of
the nature of caring-it is a relation involving engrossment and motivational displacement which
can only be achieved with those who are proximate to us. This is not to say that we cannot have
ethical relations with those not proximate to us; it is just that those ethical relations cannot be what
Nod dings calls "caring." Thus, the crossing of geographic borders into one another's worlds became
especially important for developing caring relations, as it put us into immediate proximity with
other educators who might otherwise have remained distant strangers.

It is also important to note that, in the context of the Multicultural Educational Exchange
Project, we were not only proximate strangers to the educators participating from Washington, DC
and Virginia, but we were also strangers to a number of people who would be participating from our
own university. Several individuals from the Black Student Union, the Office of Multicultural
Student Affairs, the Women's Studies Program, and the Education Department met face-to-face for
the first time only as the three-day visit actually got underway. Prior to this time, our communication with each other consisted primarily of making arrangements by phone, faxing lists of names
back and forth, and checking up on financial matters via voice mail. Many ofus were no more than
names and voices to one another, thus, in many ways, this project brought us face to face with
distant strangers as well as the strangers in our midst.
The question that remained was how we, in the context of education, might bring about a
critical analysis of the values we affirm-including the ways in which we decide what is worth
knowing, valuing, or debating? Our challenge was to use Nod dings' ethic of care to get to know those
who are different from us and to examine and change the values we affirm which support
hierarchical relationships between ourselves and others.
On the evening our guests arrived they were randomly assigned to field sites that included
the Deerfield Community School (Theme: Community); the University of New Hampshire Child
Study and Development Center (Theme: Diversity); the Newmarket Elementary School (Theme:
Inclusion); the Beech Street Community School (Theme: Assessment); the Black Student Union
and the Office of Multicultural Student Affairs (Theme: Representation); and the Women's Studies
Program (Theme: Pedagogy). In the following section we share excerpts of descriptive fieldnotes
taken from conversations with the students and faculty selected to observe and engage in
conversations about the Women's Studies Program . We highlight key moments in our discussions
that seemed especially pivotal in transforming us from proximate and distant strangers into
colleagues who shared proximate concerns.
From Proximate Strangers to Proximate Concerns
Getting Started. Included in the women's studies focus group were seven individuals
representing each of the five participating institutions: Derek, a counseling student; Joshua, a
teacher candidate working on his internship in English education; Vanessa, a teacher candidate
working on her certification in special education; Laura, a Ph.D. student in education; Eileen, a
minister and teacher education candidate; Russell and Paula, both assistant professors of
education. 4 The group was a mix of males and females, African Americans and European
Americans, heterosexuals and gays/lesbians, students and professors. Laura, Eileen, and Paula,
the three non-African Americans in the group, represented the University of New Hampshire.

4

All names, with the exception of the authors', are pseudonyms.
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The task envisioned for this group over the three days was embodied in two primary
questions: How do the women's studies classrooms and curriculum challenge our understanding
of pedagogy and what it means to teach? How do questions of gender and race inform or confound
each other?
When first told they would be a part of the Women's Studies focus group, Derek and Russell
were visibly annoyed. They were upset, not only because their research and teaching interests were
not in the field offeminist studies, but perhaps more importantly, because they openly questioned
the significance of a women's studies program. As coordinators of this first visit, we wondered if
we did the right thing by randomly assigning people to groups, and after some discussion, decided
to offer them an opportunity to switch groups. To our surprise they decided to stay. We went home
that evening thinking that it was going to be a very difficult few days, wondering how we could
respond to their concerns. We had a theoretical understanding of the criticisms made of women's
studies programs by feminists and activists such as bell hooks, Gloria Anzaldua, and Maria
Lugones, but we had not actually sat down for an extended period of time and talked about these
concerns with men and women from diverse backgrounds. We distinctly remember Derek's early
comment: "When I think of multiculturalism, I do not think of a women's studies program."
Sharing Perceptions. After a full day of observing classroom activities and meeting with
professors and students, there continued to be uncomfortable talk within our group about the
necessity of a women's studies program. Derek and Vanessa argued, for example, that there are
"so many other, more important issues to attend to, issues that require men and women to work side
by side." The conversation turned to our visit to a particular women's studies seminar that day.
This seminar, designed for seniors who major in women's studies, was the primary setting in which
we formed our impressions and understandings of the program. It was during this seminar, after
an hour of discussion, that Derek had asked the students directly, "What's your beef?" (i.e., What
is your collective issue as white women?). The women in the class were silent. Then he stated, "It
seems like my black sisters are right-white women do not have anything to gripe about, they don't
have a collective purpose." The visitors expressed concern that the women's studies program was
perhaps a luxury, an enrichment, a program for the privileged. They shared their perception that
it was not organized , as they felt it should be, around social action and commitment.
Derek kept pressing his point. He pointed out that during one of the seminars we had
observed, as the women's studies students took turns introducing themselves and talking about
post-graduation plans, each one of them referred to themselves individually rather than using the
collective "we." "I never once heard a woman say, 'We believe this' or 'We are committed to this
project'-they consistently referred to themselves as individuals," explained Derek. Not only was
he concerned about the lack of collective purpose he perceived among the students, but he was
concerned that there were no collective, urgent issues that warranted a women's studies program.
Like Vanessa, he believed that the areas of inquiry addressed in a women's studies program could
perhaps be subsumed by other academic disciplines.
Eileen, a New Hampshire student and advocate of women's studies, was adamant that there
were collective issues addressed by the women in this program. She identified their commitment
to working against the violence waged against women and children. She spoke passionately about
the violence and poverty that pervades both rural and urban areas throughout New Hampshire and
the particular ways in which domestic violence takes the lives of so many women and children in
the state each year. She pointed out that a number of women took part in internships at a local
shelter for emotionally and physically abused women. Paula described studies that showed how
poverty and violence go hand in hand in many cases and how the American economy functions to
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make men and women who live in poverty more vulnerable to a violent existence. New questions
continued to arise: Is violence important to everybody? How do we come together to engage in
dialogue? What models can we use to foster this dialogue?
At the outset of our conversations, there had been intense debate about the most meaningful
way we could get to know one another. While some of the group members suggested we start by
talking about the lack of trust between black and white educators, others stressed the need to create
a project that would bring us together around a collective purpose. Derek, Russell, and Vanessathe healthy skeptics of the group-began to see promise in a group project that would link violence
to economic struggle and its effects on both men and women. Some group members responded by
stressing the need for a positive focus, while others addressed the problems inherent in confusing
or attempting to place issues of gender and race in a rank order.

Fostering Dialogue
Group members expressed deep concern over any project that tried to establish trust simply
through talk and abstract thinking. "Talk in the abstract loses a purpose fast, it has no roots,"
commented Paula. Vanessa concurred, stating, "I'm an action type of person, I need to see the big
picture."
Derek responded by pointing out that he saw a lack of vision, a lack of recognition of a "big
picture" among the young women they met in the women's studies seminar the day before. "I agree,"
said Vanessa. "They seemed hesitant about making some concrete decisions in their life. I expected
them to have a more secure sense of themselves." Derek picked up on Vanessa's comments:
I think the experience I had yesterday in the classroom reinforced the belief! have, based on
my own personal experience, that the majority of the "new wave feminists" are basically
women who have had personal problems with men. I want to elaborate on this ... . Many of
the people I talk with have experienced job discrimination, or a Clarence Thomas type thing
on the job. Maybe their father mistreated their mother .... Everyone has pain. But you can't
say pain comes because you are female. I have been hurt before too.
Joshua, referring to the seminar the day before, raised the issue of identification among the
women's studies students :
What would have been a good question that nobody asked [is], "Whom do they identify with?"
They said a lot of times that it was more or less Black authors. It would have been good to
ask them, if they are identifying with Black women, what is it that they see in Black women
that they see in themselves?
Laura: Or what they don't see in themselves that they want.
Paula: Well, the first question you ask is different. First you ask what it is they see in Black
women that they do see in themselves, that they identify with. This is a different question
than asking what you see in Black women authors that you want.
Laura: bell hooks is the woman that I chose as my role model. What bell hooks has that I
want is voice. She talks back. She has strong voice. I see that in Black women and I want
that strong voice.
Derek: The amazing thing is that I don't know a lot about feminism at all.
Joshua: That is the point. Women's studies is a culture all its own. It didn't leap to my mind
when I thought of multiculturalism. I never think of women's studies; I automatically think
of race.
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Derek: Yes. Because of the media, the curriculum, because of the Black struggle-the great
things about Africa that never get talked about.
Paula: Last night when I got home I was thinking that it is dangerous to get into a hierarchy.
When we do this we engender a certain kind of defensiveness and undermine the possibility
for fruitful discussions . I would argue that women's studies programs should have a
collective purpose, and I believe that the Women's Studies Program at UNH does. However,
we spoke with students for a very short time, so this sense of purpose did not come through.
I do believe it is absolutely important to address issues of women in the curriculum from a
range of perspectives-from the perspectives of African-American women, Chicano women,
Franco-American women, Italian-American women, Jewish women. The African-American
women's experience as a teacher is different from the African-American male's experience
in many significant ways. That isn't to say we need to put them in oppositional positions. It
is to say, however, that in order to get a fuller, richer historical perspective on where we are,
we need to more fully understand their experiences. The African-American woman who
teaches is going to have a different experience working with Chicano students than the
female Chicano teacher who works with African-American students.

Talk now turned to the logistic of organizing an annotated bibliography, a product we felt
could serve as a possible resource for courses at our respective universities. Paula asked the group
to think about the themes that would be addressed around the theme, "Where's the Beef?" We then
moved around the table asking each person to name the issues they would address regarding
feminism. Topics of interest included the role of community-based projects in women's studies
programs, the structure and politics of multicultural organizations, and multicultural perspectives
on feminism .
Reconceptualizing the Familiar

How did we, as proximate strangers, move from distinctly different positions regarding the
questionable need for a women's studies program in higher education toward a proximate concern
for exploring the place and role of such a program in higher education? The conversation
represented here depicts a skepticism of women's studies, a beliefthatit is for women who don't like
men, that it is a luxury or a form of enrichment; women's studies did not come into our visitors'
minds when they thought of multicultural education or diversity issues. At the outset of our group's
work together, there was a tension between the African-American struggle and the struggle of
white women-a tension represented by Derek's interpretation that white women have no collective
"gripe" or "beef."
As our dialogue continued , there was a tendency to match struggles up against each other
or to speak defensively about the importance of women's issues. There was also concern that the
presence of women's studies might undermine solidarity among men and women from diverse
backgrounds and obscure their presence in the curriculum. In retrospect, one lesson of these
discussions becomes evident: ifwe hope to disrupt the hierarchical thinking that often characterizes debate in education about what is worth knowing, remembering, or understanding, then we
must locate methods for making strange the familiar ways in which we think hierarchically.
"Affirmations of equality," argues Culler (quoted in Lather, 1991), will not disrupt the
hierarchical structure. It does no good simply to affirm that one person's struggle or social values
are equal to another's. It became clear in our case that analysis of our respective assumptions was
enhanced by a process of disrupting what we each take for granted. This approach to dialogue,
argues Lather(1991), requires a stance of continually thinking against ourselves so that we can be
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in a position to appraise our own viewpoints, and to do so in a manner that accounts for and
incorporates the perspectives of distinct others.
In our case, we moved from a stance of defending our positions to one of exploring the
assumptions and beliefs that underlay our positions. We did not envision our annotated bibliography as needing a sequential, linear focus; rather, we imagined that it would be, like culture itself,
fluid and protean. Each position we took constituted a valid point of entry into more fully
understanding the social meaning we attach to women's studies, in particular, and to diversity, in
general. This experience challenged those of us who are members of the University of New
Hampshire community to consider the extent to which there is a collective identity and purpose
among the faculty and students in our programs and organizations. What social values and
epistemological stances underlie our sense of collectivity? Through what curricular forms and
pedagogical actions are these values enacted? In what ways are they undermined or aborted? These
questions, always present but not consciously pursued, now contribute to a new and deepening
dialogue among the diverse participants within our own university community.
Summary
In this article we have attempted to convey how we conceptualized a particular approach to
inquiry-making the familiar strange-and applied it to a collaborative project focused on issues of
diversity and multiculturalism . A fundamental premise that shaped our inquiry and interactions
was an ethic of care which was contingent upon being in the presence of others. As we came to
understand the delicate tensions that characterized participants' positions on the interplay
between gender and race in education, we were better situated to acknowledge our proximate
concerns. Developing proximate concerns, we realized , does not mean that persons relinquish their
dee p-seated values, but it does mean that they must address the implications of these values for
those whose perspectives differ substantially from their own.
This process can be potentially disruptive if, when engaging in dialogue about what we value,
we fail torecognize"the inevitabilityofmisunderstanding"(Phelan, 1993, p. 174)thatcharacterizes
encounters with racial , sexual, and ethnic difference. We learned to accept that there were limits
to what we could understand about one another. We also realized that, had we simply shared
perceptions of the Women's Studies Program without taking time to clarify the beliefs underlying
our positions, we might easily have remained distant strangers to each other-defending our
respective concerns and struggles as most significant and glossing over issues that could emerge
as common to the group. In this regard , our most profound insights were derived from our limited
success in moving beyond familiar postures and patterned responses. By inviting "distant" others
to help us unravel the tacit, culturally informed behaviors that we, on our own, could not question,
we-and they-moved closer to understanding the meanings we each attach to difference.
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